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Summary:
The first few weeks of being quarantined were not a fun time, but between the arguments, the screaming, the fighting, Andrew and Ashley figure out more about themselves than they had bargained for, and come to terms with many things that they never had time to.

Life has many flavors, and they taste all the stronger with someone you care about.

Notes:
(See the end of the work for notes.)

Chapter 1: Lemons, Herbs, and Spices
Chapter Text
It was a reasonably cool night outside of the apartment complex. The wind blew gently over the edge of the apartment balcony as Andrew and Ashley sat on the deck furniture. The plastic chairs giving more support than their own bodies for the time being. Andrew slowly taking a drag off of one of the last cigarettes that they had, the filter paper crackling lightly as he pulled that toxin inside his body. Anything to fight the gnawing hunger inside of him.

 

However, before he could even finish taking that pull off the cigarette, Ashley reached out and swiped the filtered stick of tobacco from his mouth. Popping the end in hers and taking a drag for herself. Andrew staring across the table at her, his face a look of incredulity. "... Did you seriously just take that right out of my hand?" His voice betraying just how frustrated the simple action had made him, as Ashley flicked her gaze across the table in time with the ashes from the cigarette into the tray. Crossing an arm under her chest. "Yeah, so I could get some of it before you just smoked it all. Sharing is caring, Andrew."

 

"Amazing that I don't give a fuck, Ashley. Give it back." Andrew tried to reach across the table to take his cigarette back, but Ashley stood up from her chair, moving over towards the railing. Leaning against it, probably more for support than anything. They hadn't eaten in days, and she shouldn't be wasting her energy over this, but this was just how the two of them did. Andrew moving around the edge of the table, slowly advancing upon her. Ashley taking a step towards the railing, before lifting the cigarette over the edge. A few good drags still left in the filter, which she was dangling off the third floor.

 

Andrew came to a halt, just two steps away from her. Fuchsia and emerald gazes meeting in their standoff. The both of them stone-faced in this locking of horns. Either one of them acting could lead them both to destruction, one way or the other. Lunging forward, Andrew grabbed Leyley and yanked her away from the edge of the balcony, before she could even try to drop that butt over the edge. Pulling her close as his hand grabbed hers. Keeping her from dropping that cigarette butt by holding her fingers shut around the filter, his other hand stabilizing her weight from the small of her back.

 

To anyone looking from below, they had lost their minds and were doing the tango on the balcony. But both of them knew the truth; this was a temporary respite, biding their time, saving their energy for just a bit longer. The two of them panting faintly into the space between themselves. After a moment, Andrew spoke to Ashley once more. "Give it. Back." Ashley, annoyance boiling up to the top of her personality, finally snapped with those words she was so prone to saying; "Fucking make me, Andy~"

 

Not bothering to respond, he wrenched her hand, clutched in his, to his mouth. Lips opening to wrap around the cigarette in between her fingers. Taking a drag of that filtered stick right from her hand. His lips brushing against the skin of her palm, as that smoke filled his mouth. Pulling away before the hand on her back slid up, that hand gripping hers forcing the cigarette to her lips. Wispy gray plumes rising out of the corner of his mouth as he spoke while exhaling. "Take a drag, already." Ashley didn't see a choice in the situation, the way he held her, the way that he had put an end to their argument, she couldn't say no to him. Taking in a slow drag, as Andrew let out a faint groan. The lit cherry of that cigarette lightly burning the edges of his fingers.

 

As he pulled that hand, and the filtered cigarette in it, away from her mouth, she couldn't help the slow release of breath, that smoke trailing out with it. Fuchsia eyes locked onto his emerald greens, face flush with exertion and surprise, and so much else. Her brother slowly pulling that filter out from between her fingers, tossing it casually off of the balcony. Not looking away from her for a second. The silence that filled the air between them, as the moonlight overhead shined down onto the both of them, just staring at each other, immersed in the moment. However, as Ashley went to make her next move, fingers moving to slip between his, he let go of her with a hiss, as her fingers moved along the burns on his fingers. Ashley falling hard onto her ass, before sitting up and glaring daggers at Andrew.

 

"What the fuck was that for?!? You could ha-" She stopped, noticing the burned edges of his fingers. Not even taking a couple of seconds to realize when it happened, and why he had flinched away. Reaching out to take his hand, gently, into both of hers. Cradling it, looking at the slight tan coloration of the skin around where the cherry had touched his fair and pale skin. "... Oh, Andy..."

 

He looked at her, that usual sardonic expression clinging to his face, as he let her take his hand. His sister using her hands to gently spread his fingers, leaning in to kiss the burns. "... You got burned..." Slowly, she drew him closer by that hand. Her brother wincing faintly at the light kisses upon his fresh burns, feeling calmed regardless of the sting in his hands. "... Well, if you hadn't gone waving it around, it would have lasted longer..." His words were soft, lacking the accusatory edge that he surely would have had in any other situation. "... but sharing is caring, right...?" He said, mimicking her words from before, as his sister held his hand, like her presence alone might heal it. After a couple more seconds, which with their heightened emotions, could have very well have been minutes, Ashley stood.

 

"C'mon, we gotta get that clean..." Lacking the strength, or the will, to resist her, Andrew was dragged inside of the apartment. It always seemed dirtier in here. Even with Ashley doing her best to maintain the apartment, it always seemed like a thin layer of dust built up around them. As if every time they closed their eyes, it came back.

 

Past the couch, past the door to their shared bedroom, across from the hallway that had lead to the room that their parents used to stay in. A room that was now an empty reminder of the people that abandoned the two of them. Ashley hurriedly bringing Andrew to the kitchen. Taking a bottle out of the fridge, before unscrewing the cap with her teeth. Spitting it out into the sink, before dumping that salt filled water onto his hand. Those burns hissing slightly as the sodium started to close them up and cool them quickly.

 

Andrew wincing lightly, as he felt his sister squeeze his hand. Looking at her, while she was completely focused on taking care of him. The expression of plain-as-day worry on her face. The careful, measured way that she held his hand in hers. Whatever might happen between the two of them, little moments like these are what caused for the two of them to be inseparable. No matter what happened between them, they always looked out for one another.

 

When she had finished, the skin had started to turn pink and pruney. Looking up at him, her eyes finding his even in the dim light of the kitchen. "Does it hurt anymore, Andy...?" Her voice wasn't teasing anymore, clearly worried, even over a couple small burns. His other hand coming up to the top of her head, slowly petting her. Giving her one of the simplest forms of physical affection he could to show his appreciation. "... No, Leyley, it doesn't hurt anymore." Okay, he wasn't being entirely truthful, but it didn't hurt him anymore. He had been used to way worse than that.

 

"... Ya know, I think it's about time I broke something out... this seems like the right occasion." Stepping towards their parents' room, Andrew threw open their door, heading straight for the bed and reaching underneath. As Ashley waited for him to return, she kept thinking about the balcony. The way that his arms kept her feeling like she was floating. The press of his lips against her hand burned into her memory like a red-hot poker, searing that moment into her brain, compartmentalizing it. Storing it away for later.

 

"Hey, Leyley."

 

She was yanked from her daydreaming by the sound of Andrew's voice and a hand on the doorframe of the room, looking up to see him. In one hand, a pair of low ball glasses. In the other, a big bottle full of amber liquid. A smirk on his face. "If we're gonna starve, we might as well have some fun while we're at it."

 

—

 

A year ago, inside the Graves Family Apartment, Andrew sat with his father. Ashley was at the dentist with her mother, a thought that hadn't filled Andrew with confidence — whenever his mother and sister went out of the house together, something always happened that left Leyley in a state of distress. And when she got home, he knew it would be on him to calm her down. Neither of his parents could do anything about it, so it fell to him every time.

 

As they sat at the dining room table, his father's large figure shifted. Setting two glasses down on the table. Pouring some of that amber liquid into both of them. Slowly pushing a glass over without a word to his own son. Andrew's finger curling around the cup, before bringing it up to his mouth and taking a slow drink. Feeling the whiskey burn his throat as it slid down into his stomach. Setting it down, before looking at his father. "So, you wanted to talk to me about something?"

 

His father nodded. Mr. Graves had always been a quiet man, only speaking when he had something to say, and saying little else otherwise. "Andrew... you're twenty one now... it's time for us to talk about your sister."

 

Andrew let out a sigh at those words. He knew that a conversation like this was only going to take a matter of time to come up. When they were younger, Ashley's behavior was cute to them. The fact that she loved her brother so much was something their parents were happy about. But as they grew up, that perception of the situation slowly started to change.

 

"What's there to talk about?"

 

"Ashley's behavior around you. The way that she acts around other people. She doesn't have any other friends, she's never dated anyone, and the way she talks about you... it just isn't normal, Andrew." His father stated things plainly, and whereas Andrew saw where he was coming from, he saw things differently.

 

"Yeah, and who's fault is that?" Andrew said, looking his father in the eyes. Emerald greens meeting icy blues in a cold stare. The question causing Mr. Graves to bristle with rage. Slamming a hand down, he stood up from the table, his face turning red from anger. "And what the fuck is that supposed to mean, you little ingrate?!?"

 

Andrew's eyes narrowed this time, both hands slamming down on the dining room table. "It means, if you and mom were better parents, if you weren't such garbage towards your own daughter, maybe she wouldn't have clung to me so hard!" He screamed, his usually quiet voice straining from the force of the anger he was experiencing. "That's why I take care of her! Because neither of you have ever had any idea how to!"

 

As he screamed, his father brought a hand up, too fast for Andrew to process. That closed fist catching him in the cheek, and sending him sprawling to the floor. He recovered quickly, his eyes filled with hate as he looked at his father. His cheek red from that punch, but the adrenaline was already flowing through him. As his father started to approach, Andrew kicked his chair out, catching his father in the knee with the edge, causing him to kneel down from the sudden impact. Seeing his chance, Andrew got off the floor, his hand quickly seizing around the low ball glass on the dining room table, lifting it up — and bringing it back down, hard, right against the side of his father's head. The glass shattered into pieces on contact with his skull, sending his portly figure onto the floor into a disjointed heap as his body went limp. A red streak poking through the dark hair that ran through their family, a sight which almost made Andrew want to spit on him.

 

Standing there, breathing fast and heavy, heartbeat racing inside of his chest, Andrew tried to calm himself. Using his ankle to hook around the nearest chair leg, he pulled the seat within range. Sitting down, and reaching over to grab his father's glass of whiskey. Swirling it around inside of the glass, before lifting it up to his mouth and taking a nice, slow drink. He debated calling for an ambulance, or just leaving his father to die there on the floor, but it wasn't long until he ran out of time to make a choice.

 

With a heavy thunk and a click, the deadbolt for the apartment unlocked, and his mother stepped in. Ashley right in tow behind her. Their mother, upon entering the apartment, let out a scream of terror. Ashley, meanwhile, let out a scream of joy and ran up to hug her brother. Andrew just let out another sigh, even as his arm wrapped around Ashley, keeping her close to him. The spot on his cheek where his father swung first bruised, with a fresh welt forming. His sister making such a fuss over the mark drawing a smile to his face, and more importantly, drowning out the sound of their mother's high-pitched screeching, something Andrew was grateful for.

 

That night wasn't the first time it happened, but that didn't matter. It didn't matter that he was grounded. It didn't matter that his girlfriend broke up with him later that week, because they didn't see each other. It didn't matter that his friends called him weird for being so protective of his sister that he'd put his dad in the hospital. None of that mattered.

 

All that mattered was that he was the one that took care of Ashley. No matter what, he'd always watch out for her, and make sure that nobody hurt his sister. She was his, and anybody that hurt her would learn it.

 

Just like their dad did.

 